TWO PUBLIC ENQUIRIES: GROWTH AND DISSENSION
classics might be found in Eastern monastic libraries, such as those
of the Nitrian Desert, the rock-pinnacles of northern Greece and
Mount Athos.18 This latter idea was to be disappointed. The monks
of Mount Athos, whose large libraries had long before been examined,
were under a threat of excommunication if they consulted any secular
work whatever; and the ignorance of the Levantine monks in general,
as experienced by Curzon and Tattam, was as extreme as that at
St. Catherine of Mount Sinai when Tischendorf, not many years
later, found the Codex Sinaiticus there. The monks of Souriani had,
like the rest, fallen from the state of learning of their predecessors of
the early centuries, and knew nothing of the contents of the books,
which Curzon found lying in heaps in dust and decay. The abbot
began by denying their existence, but by the aid of sweet pink roso-
glio, a strong drink which he had had the wisdom to bring with
him, Curzon was able to overcome this obstacle, and was shown the
celebrated oil-cellar; it fa-as empty, but leading out of it he found a
door, and beyond it a smaller cellar filled to the depth of two feet
with loose leaves of Syriac MSS. One large volume was mistaken
by the monks for a box of treasure in another than the true sense in
which it was one, and in their disappointment on finding that it was
only an old book they sold it and a few more which Curzon had
found used as lids of large empty jars.
Next year Tattam himself came out and Methodically examined
the Nitrian convents and bought a considerable quantity of the books
from Souriani. The Syriac MSS. he sold to the Museum; and in
some of these notes were found by Cureton stating that in A.D. 932
the Abbot of the time had brought 250 volumes from Mesopotamia.
It was therefore obvious that most of these must still be in the convent.
The Trustees put the case to the Treasury and Tattam' was sent out
in 1842-43. He wisely did not this time negotiate direct with the
monks, who were by now aware of the value of their neglected
books, but used the influence of the Patriarch and the Sheikh and
the services of a clever native servant; he secured what was supposed
to be the whole remaining library, which when sorted at the Museum
proved to contain 317 volumes, mostly written at Edessa or Tekrit;
the latest bore the date 1292, the earliest 411. But the monks had
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